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How can we prioritize Kin in the
home study and licensure process,
and make placement with relatives
the norm?

When children cannot remain safely in their homes, placing them with kin not
only minimizes the trauma of removal, but increases their likelihood of remaining
connected to siblings, families of origin, and community, which improves their
overall well-being. When compared to children in non-relative foster care, children
in kinship care have been found to experience fewer behavioral and mental health
challenges, lower rates of re-abuse, and less placement disruption. Despite these
findings, only about one in three children is placed with kin.

If child well-being is truly a priority, increasing that ratio is essential. Prioritizing

kinship placements starts with child welfare agencies establishing a kin-first

philosophy, underscored in written policies and reflected in all aspects of practice.

A kin-first agency makes the child’s first — and hopefully only — placement with

kin, prioritizing the licensing of relative caregivers whenever possible and providing
casey family programs them with other supports, such as kinship navigators.

There often is a significant disparity between the resources provided to traditional
foster parents and what kinship caregivers receive, which decreases both the
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availability of kinship providers and their ability to
effectively meet the needs of the children in their care.
One way to increase parity is to ensure that home
study and licensure processes are redesigned

to prioritize kin, making non-kin foster care
placements the exception rather than the rule (see
How did A Second Chance Inc. transform kinship care
in Allegheny County?). Doing so would significantly
increase the services and financial resources available
to kin caregivers.

Putting Kin first

All states and the District of Columbia require that any
family wishing to adopt or foster a child complete a
home study. Home studies include reviews of the safety
and suitability of the home itself, as well as background
checks, financial reviews, and interviews with household
members. Agencies’ routine processes for home
studies and licensing are normed on non-relative
caregivers rather than kin. Therefore, kinship care
providers experience significantly more barriers than
traditional foster parents.

Caregivers who elect to participate in non-kin foster
care have the advantage of months or years of planning
before a child is placed in their care. However, kinship
providers often step into the role of caregiver in
emergency situations, without adequate time to
prepare for a child’s arrival. Caring for a relative child
often means taking on unanticipated expenses, which
can create new financial challenges or exacerbate
existing ones. This is particularly true for grandparents,
who are more likely to be on a fixed income. One study
found that of the more than 2.5 million grandparents

formally and informally caring for their grandchildren

in the U.S., 20% lived in poverty, 25% had a disability,
and 40% were over the age of 60. Regardless of their
willingness, many relatives cannot financially afford
to care for their kin in the child welfare system
unless they receive support.

In order for states to receive federal Title IV-E
reimbursement for foster care payments, providers have
to be licensed. State laws require that all non-relative
foster caregivers be licensed, but only 20 states and
the District of Columbia require kinship providers to be
licensed. States can elect to use local funds to make
foster care payments to non-licensed kinship care
providers, but whether and how much to pay them is
at the state’s discretion. Consequently, state licensing
policies can dramatically affect the financial resources
relatives have available to care for children.

Non-licensed relatives who have to rely on financial
assistance from Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) typically receive less than half of the
monthly support that licensed foster caregivers receive.'
Lower foster care payments for kinship care providers
have been found to negatively affect the number of
relatives that can care for children and the quality of
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